C. 1880-1940
I. Agricultural Production

In 1884, near the beginning of this period, the State Board
of Immigration published a survey of the opportunities for farmers
immigrating to Delaware. New Castle County, the authors of Homes
and Lands in Delaware declared,

was a progressive area noted for its corn, wheat, and hay.
Dairying remained neglected in Kent, but more attention was
being paid to fruit and vegetables there than to grain. "A
score of years ago it was devoted to no other purpose. The
crops obtained were small, the land being always in a semi-
exhausted state. But it was easily cultivated, and when put
into fruit-trees, strawberries, blackberries, raspberries,
etc., and properly manured and tilled, an immediate and rapid
improvement was the result. Farms that then produced only a
few bushels of grain now yield tons of fruits; and instead of
barely giving their owners a scanty subsistence (of hogs and
hominy), now are yielding a gross income of thousands of
dollars annually. Instead of a small unprofitable breed of
cattle, Jerseys are kept for butter, and Shorthorns for beef.
Land, instead of being worth from fifteen to thirty dollars
per acre, is now worth from one hundred to two hundred dollars
per acre." While improvements were visible in some parts of
Kent, the pamphlet reported that "the lower part of Kent
county...[is] still awaiting the magic touch that shall make
the desert bloom as the rose."™ In the past most farmers in
lower Delaware had planted only corn and wheat and used no
fertilizers, but "now with the introduction of railroad
facilities and rapid steamboat transportation, with large
markets on every hand, and the wonderful skill attained in
preserving almost all kinds of food for the human race, the
owner of these lands finds before him a golden opportunity"
(Hancock 1947: 87).

The story of whether the "desert" of lower Kent ever "bloomed as
the rose,"” and indeed whether New Castle and northern Kent
continued to bear fruit over the ensuing six decades, is written
in the mass of data collected by federal and state census takers
and by researchers from the University of Delaware Agricultural
Experiment Station. Studies based on samples of individual farms
such as those undertaken by Michel (1984, 1985), Mayer (1975), and
Siders et al. (1991) for 1850-1880 have not yet appeared for this
later period. Comparison of the 1830-1880 and 1880-1940 context
narratives reveals the limitations aggregate data placed on this
study. Nevertheless, the county statistical summaries published
by the U. S. Bureau of the Census and the University of Delaware
will support developing a basic context for agricultural production
in New Castle and Kent counties between 1880 and 1940.
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Recommendations for future research designed to remedy the biases
and shortcomings inherent in this data appear at the end of this
section. The discussion will focus first on farm numbers, sizes,
types, and values, then on the production of field crops, livestock
feed and fodder, vegetables, orchard products and other fruits, and
livestock and animal products, and finally on the mechanization of
the farm. Bausman’s (1940, 1941) study of the state of
agricultural production and land use in New Castle and Kent
counties in the mid-1930s will conclude this first part of the
historic context for agricultural production between 1880 and 1940.

In 1880, 2,061 farms in New Castle County encompassed 253,939
of the county’s acres; in Kent County, 2,473 farms covered an area
of 319,609 acres (Figures 13 and 14). Between 1880 and 1935 in New
Castle County, the number of farms fluctuated between 1,839 and
2,208, the lowest number reached in 1930-1935. Over the same
period, the acreage in farms declined steadily, to 206,854 by 1935.
Bausman attributes this 18.5% decrease to farmland lost to
development, private game preserves, public improvements, and most
important, abandonment of "poorer grades of land for agricultural
use" as a result of increasing farm wages and competition from
better land (Bausman 1941: 7-8). The number of farms in Kent
County fluctuated also over this period, peaking between 1910 and
1925, and then declining to 2,871 by 1935. In the latter year,
however, the number of farms in the county still exceeded the
number in 1880 by 398 farms. The county’s farm acreage grew and
decreased with the number of farms, so that by 1935 Kent’s farms
covered 293,682 acres (Bausman 1940: 10).

In both counties, farm size averaged just under 130 acres in
1880 (Table 12). One-half of New Castle’s farms contained between
100 and 500 acres; in Kent, a slightly larger percentage, 55%, of
the farms were of this size. New Castle’s farms were more
intensively used, with 84% of the farms’ acreage improved, compared
to only 72% in Kent. Almost 80% of Kent’s unimproved farmland
stood in forest, compared to less than two-thirds of New Castle’s.
At least in part as a result of the differences in improved
acreage, New Castle’s farms were valued almost twice that of Kent’s
in 1880. By the turn of the century, average farm size had
declined in both counties, to about 120 acres (Table 13). This
comparatively small decrease in average size masks the extent of
the decline in the sizes of most farms, however. Fifty percent of
New Castle’s farms in 1900 and 55% of Kent County’s contained
between only 50 and 174 acres. Over the next decade, farm sizes
decreased again, to an average of 106 acres in New Castle County
and 107 acres in Kent (Table 14). In addition, in New Castle the
number of farms containing fewer than 50 acres rose to over one-
third in 1910, while those of 50-174 acres declined to only 45%.
Nevertheless, farms in New Castle County were still wvalued at
almost twice the value of Kent farms, and farmland cost an average
of almost $20 per acre more in New Castle County. Kent farmers,
however, invested 10% more of the total value of their farms in
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FIGURE 13

ACRES OF LAND IN FARMS, NEW CASTLE COUNTY 1850-1938
(Source: Bausman 1941: 7, Figure 1)
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TABLE 13

NUNBER & SIZE OF PARMS, NEW CASTLE KENT COUNTIES, DELAWARE 1900
(Source: U.S. Bureau of Cansus 1902: 66)

ALL FARMR.
Classified by acreage.
COUNTIES. ©Aver-
Num- {age sze 20 500
; . sand |10 and | 20 and | 50 and {100 and {175 nnd 1.000
ber. noTe "3;‘“ under | under | under | under | under { under "":;‘_ “n‘"_ neres
i : 0 20 30 100 175 ) “;'a;’ "l"&;,' and
neres, o o . . o .ga
acres. | aeres. | acres. acres. | acres. neres. acres. { neres. over.
The State..| 9,687] 110.1 a8 292 547 | 1,5681 2,610 2,923| 1,133} 300 1 3
Kent....cceeen-- 2814| 1=m.2{ 17 @ | 181 1| ess| ®s| a0
Newcastle ...... 2,088¢ 1175 14 105 130 3B 477 64 292 }g ?} ‘{
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TABLE 14

NUMBER, SIZE, & VALUE OF FARMS, NEW CASTLE AND KENT COUNTIES,

DELAWARE 1900,

(Source: U.S. Bureau of Census 1913:

Rumberof all farms. .. .. ...iiiiviiiiiee it ciiieiieanananan PR
Number of all farms in 1900

Number of farms, classified by sizs:

Under 3 acres. ..

3 to 9 acres..

1,000 acres and

.-\pproximata 1and AreB..c..iiienrinecnniiniennanes . acres. .
BU:ET, B B L Y L OO P acres. .
Land in farms in 1900......oueeennnunnnananeiiniraeaiaiaaeaanns acres.
Improved land in farms -
mproz ed land 1 farms wn 19000000101 IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIINN
Woodland in farms....eeeuereen..

Otber unimproved land in farms.

Per cent of land area {n farms. ...
Per cent of farm land tmproved.

Average ncres per fart....ooveusn. .
Average improved acres per farm...... S
VALUE OF FARM PROPEBTY

All faTI0 PrOPertY....ocevercisronrananes ..dollars
Allfarm ?ropmy in 1900, ..dollars. |
Per cent increase, 1900-1910... . oveeueeienineiiiaaieannaneaienannnnnnnn
...................................... dollars
Land inJ900..eeuuieeeennseinannaiiiiiiaiiieinecannnnnaaaannn dollars. .
BUlldingS . o eueet e aeaa dollars.
Buildings in 1900, «...uenieneianiniiieie e iraaas dollars..
Impiements and Machinery . ..eveveeseiieiiiiiinenceeeeaann, dollars..
Implements, €66, iB 1900 e ncnnieenniiiinicaienaeieanrennnenn dollars. .
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Land and buildings per farm.
Land peracre.............

peracren 1900..... Geeemeeeniiiitann e doliars. .

266)

Kent. New Castle. -

. 3 120 | < 2,208

2,814 ! 2,088

T 23

188 20

255 176

478 340

767 45

884 5435

373, 81

139 153

24 14

E) 1

394.880 278,400

3335. 265 234,

338,205 244,828

239.3 185,845

244,588 197,102

68, 598 27,349

2, 20,729
84.9 84.2
7l.4 79.3
107,58 -106.2
76.7 84.2

18, 668, 662 24,474,316

11,661,109 18,271,834
60.1 39
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4,533, 434 8, 469, 750
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1,229,509 1,857,184
39.8 50. 4
244 346
&1 50
09 o

3,984 11,084
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land. In New Castle County, over one-third of the value of a farm
was invested in its buildings; in Kent County the figure fell to
one-quarter.

By 1920, the proportions of the counties’ improved farm
acreage had virtually equalized. Thus, between 1880 and 1920, the
percentage of improved farm acreage in New Castle had decreased
almost 10% from 84% to 75.2%, while in Kent it had remained almost
constant (Table 15). New Castle farms were still wvalued at an
average of almost $5,200 higher than Kent farms, and farmland cost
almost $13 more per acre. New Castle farms on average were only
10 acres larger than Kent County farms, however. 1In 1930, on the
eve of the Depression, 44% of New Castle farms still contained
between 50 and 174 acres, and another one-third fewer than 50 acres
(Table 16). In Kent, 54% of the farms consisted of 50-174 acres,
and another 30% were smaller.

The census takers’ categorization of the counties’ farms into
types in 1930 provides further insight into the state of
agriculture at that date. Farms were classified as either General,
Cash-grain, Crop-specialty, Fruit, Truck, Dairy, Animal-specialty,
Poultry, Self-sufficing, Abnormal, or Unclassified (Table 17). 1In
New Castle County that year, just under 10% of the farms were
unclassified. Of the remaining, census takers categorized 30% as
General Farms, almost one-quarter as Dairy. Farms, 10% as Cash
Farms-Grains, and 8% as Self-sufficient Farms. With the exception
of the Abnormal farms, all other types accounted for fewer than 8%
of the county’s farms. Only 154 Kent farms were listed as
unclassified. Of the others, census takers considered 45% General
Farms, and counted smaller numbers of Poultry (12%), Fruit (8%),
Dairy (7%), Self-sufficient (7%), Cash~grain (6.5%), and Truck (6%)
farms. Kent’s farms thus remained more diverse than New Castle’s;
at the same time, by this date 40% of the county’s farms, in
addition to the 45% of General farms, focused on production of
perishable food products for urban markets. In fact, Kent
contained 1% fewer self-sufficient, or subsistence, farms than New
Castle.

The census data indicate that several features distinguished
these different farm types (Tables 17 and 18). In New Castle
County, Cash-grain and Animal-specialty farms averaged respectively
100 and 93 acres larger than the average for the county as a whole.
Crop-specialty, Truck, Poultry, and Self-sufficient farms, on the
other hand, were much smaller than the average county farm. In
Kent, in comparison, Cash-grain, Crop-specialty, and Dairy farms
were largest, averaging respectively 84, 61, and 53 acres larger
than the county’s average. As in New Castle, Truck, Poultry, and
Self-sufficient farms were the county’s smallest. The majority of
New Castle’s General Farms, Dairy Farms, and Cash-grain Farms
contained between 50 and 259 acres, while most Crop-specialty
farmers owned only 3 to 9 acres, Truck farms contained generally
3 to 49 acres, and Poultry and Self-sufficient farms consisted of

102



TABLE 15

NUNBER, SILE, & VALUE OF FPARNS, NEW CASTLE AMD KENT COUNTIES,
DELAWARE 1900, 1910, 1920

[¢ : O.8. of 1922: 106)
Kaot. New Castie.
Total.
ALL FARMS. ! |
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U, 3 acres E- 3 T ui
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NUMBER, AND SIZE OF FARNS, NEW CASTLE AND KENT COUNTIES,
DELAWARE 1929-1930
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TABLE 18

SIZE AND VALUE OF FARNS BY TYPR, NEW CASTLE AMD KENT COUNTIES,
DELAWARE 1929-1930
(Source: U.S. Bureau of Census 1932: 76)
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between 20 and 99 acres. Differences in size also distinguished
farms of the same type in New Castle and Kent counties. In the
central county, most Cash-grain farms contained 100 to 259 acres,
most Dairy farmers held 50 to 259 acres, most General farmers held
50 to 174 acres, most Fruit farms consisted of 20 to 174 acres, and
most Crop-specialty, Truck, Poultry, and Self-sufficient farmers
required only 20 to 99 acres. Neither did the value of the produce
of the different farm types always correlate with the farms’ sizes.
In New Castle, most General farms’ produce in 1929 was valued
between $1,000 and $6,000. Cash-grain farms, in comparison, were
generally larger, but most produced farm goods valued within the
same range. Most of the county’s dairy farms, though on average
smaller than General farms, produced between $1,500 and $6,000 in
goods in 1929. Most Poultry farmers’ products were valued between
only $1,000 and $2,500 that year, and few of the Self-sufficient
farmers produced goods worth more than $1,500; more than three-
quarters produced less than $1,000 in goods at the beginning of the
Great Depression. Kent County’s General farms produced goods of
lesser value than their cohorts in New Castle; most produced goods
valued between $600 and $4,000 in 1929. A smaller percentage of
Kent‘s Cash-grain farmers produced goods valued at more than $4,000
as well. The county’s most prosperous farmers were the Fruit
farmers; almost 5% of them produced fruits valued at over $20,000
in 1929, and over 80% produced fruit valued between $1,000 and
$20,000. At the other end of the farm economic hierarchy, over 90%
of the Truck and Poultry farms produced less than $4,000 in goods
in 1929, and over 95% of Kent’s Self-sufficient farms yielded
produce valued at less than $1,500 that year.

In New Castle County, although General farms contained more
of the county’s farm acreage than any other farm type, Dairy farms
in the county accounted for the most pasture, an average of 22 of
the average Dairy farm’s 132 acres. In Kent County, Fruit farmers
used their land most intensively, harvesting an average of 72 of
their average 100 acres, or almost three-quarters of the farm’s
acreage. As in New Castle, Dairy farmers maintained the most land
in pasturage, however in Kent County, most of this was plowable
pasture.

Despite the success of Kent County’s Fruit farmers, by 1930
New Castle County’s farms were valued an average of over $9,500
more than Kent’s farms (Table 19), an increase of 185% in a decade.
Buildings remained the principal source of the differences in farm
value, as New Castle County‘s farm buildings were valued more than
twice the amount of Kent’s. As a result of the Depression, farm
values declined over the next decade, more so in Kent than in New
Castle, however (Table 20). Thus in 1940, at the end of this study
period, the average New Castle County farm was valued at $15,589,
332% more than the average value of a farm in Kent County. That
New Castle farms averaged only 11 acres larger than Kent farms in
1940 (121 acres compared to 109.5 acres) further highlights the
differences in farm value between the two counties.
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TABLE 19

NUMBER, SIZE, AND VALUE OF FARMS, NEW CASTLE AND
KENT

COUNTIES, DELAWARE 1930
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In conjunction with his study of agriculture and land use in
New Castle and Kent counties in the late 1930s, Bausman charted the
changes in production of the counties’ major field crops between
1880 (or later depending on the availability of information) and
1935 (Bausman 1940: 15-19; Bausman 1941: 12-15). Between 1880 and
1930, the acreage New Castle County farmers devoted to corn
declined by over 14,350 acres, or 40% (Figure 15). Over the next
five years, New Castle farmers returned a small percentage of this
acreage to corn. The years between the turn of the century and
1920 witnessed the peak in acreage planted in wheat in Delaware’s
northern county (Figure 16). In 1900, almost 46,500 acres were
devoted to wheat cultivation. By 1935, this figure had dropped by
10,000 acres. Similarly, vegetable and potato production decreased
from the turn of the century to 1930; in the early years of the
Depression, the acreage devoted to these truck crops increased by
almost 1,500 acres (Figure 17). New Castle farmers did not abandon
all the land they had been planting in corn, wheat, and vegetables,
however; rather, they replaced these crops over this period with
alfalfa and other legumes used for hay (Figures 18 and 19). Maps
plotting the distribution of the acreage devoted to these crops in
New Castle in 1937 show that corn was grown in large plots mostly
in a band across the central portion of the county, and to a lesser
extent in southern New Castle. Wheat production was concentrated
heavily in St. Georges Hundred, southern Pencader, northern
Appoquinimink, and to a lesser extent in portions of Red Lion and
New Castle hundreds. Farmers across the county kept small plots
in truck crops, with the least appearing in the wheat belt and in
the northeastern hundreds. The production of hay and the acreage
in tillable pasture correlated closely with the wheat belt, with
secondary concentrations in the southern end of the county and in
the northern tier hundreds (especially in the case of acreage in
hay) (Bausman 1941: 17-21).

Corn production in Kent county followed a path similar to that
in New Castle between 1880 and 1935, decreasing in the first
decade, then increasing at the turn of the century, decreasing
steadily until 1920, and then dropping off sharply over the next
decade (Figure 20). Overall, the acreage in corn declined by two-
thirds over the period. Kent farmers began to decrease their
acreage in wheat at the turn of the century, returning to it again
only for a short period during World War I when a demand was
present (Figure 21). Alfalfa and legumes for hay replaced corn and
wheat on Kent farms over this period as in New Castle County
(Figures 22, 23). Unlike New Castle, however, Kent farmers did not
give up production of truck crops as readily. After a drop in
production during the first decade of the century, Kent farmers
increased production through the mid-1920s. They then decreased
the acreage devoted to vegetables for market until the Depression;
by 1935 production had exceeded its highest previous levels (Figure
24). Bausman mapped the acreage in corn, wheat, truck and cannery
crops, hay, and tillable pasture in Kent in 1937 as he did for New
Castle. Except for the eastern tidal marsh fringe of the county,
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Acres of corn

FIGURE 15

ACRES OF CORN, NEW CASTLE COUNTY, 1880-1935
(Source: Bausman 1941: 13, Figure 8)
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FIGURE 16

ACRES OF WHEAT, NEW CASTLE COUNTY, 1880-1935
(Source: Bausman 1941: 13, Figure 9)
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FIGURE 17

ACRES OF TRUCX CROPS, (VEGETABLES & POTATOES),
NEW CASTLE COUNTY, 1900-1835
(Source: Bausman 1941: 15, Figure 12)
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FIGURE 18

ACRES OF ALFALFA HAY, NEW CASTLE COUNTY, 1900-193S
(Source: Bausman 1941: 14, Figure 10)
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FIGURE 19

ACRES OF LEGUMES FOR HAY, NEW CASTLE COUNTY, 1920-1935
(Source: Bausman 1941: 14, Figure 11)
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FIGURE 20
ACRES OF CORN, KENT COUNTY, ;§80~1935
(Source: Bausman 1940: 16, Figure 8)
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EIGURE 21

ACRES OF WHEAT, KENT comIT!{ 1880-1935
(Source: Bausman 1940: 16, Figure 9)
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FIGURE 22

(Source: Bausman 1940: 17, Figure 10)
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FIGURE 23

ACRES OF LEGUMES FOR HAY, KENT COUNTY 1920-1935
(Source: Bausman 1940: 18, Figure 11)
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FIGURE 24

ACRES OF TRUCK CROPS (VEGETABLES & POTATOES),
KENT COUNTY, 1900-1935
(Source: Bausman 1940: 19, Figure 12)
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farmers across Kent still devoted a considerable acreage to corn.
Wheat too was produced across the county, with a somewhat greater
concentration of acreage in wheat in the northern half of the
county. Truck and Cannery crop production concentrated in south
central Kent, especially in eastern Mispillion and western Milford
hundreds. Hay and tillable pasture acreage appear across the
county, with concentrations "in the northern and eastern parts of
the county where the better grades of land are found" (Bausman
1940: 25; see 21-26 for maps).

census takers recorded additional information on New Castle
and Kent counties’ agricultural production besides the acreage
figures employed by Bausman. Annual production figures for corn,
wheat, rye, oats, barley, buckwheat, potatoes, and hay for 1880 to
1886, for example, emphasize the variability in harvests from year
to year despite general trends in production and acreage devoted
"to each crop (Table 21). During these years, Delaware farmers
produced little or no barley, buckwheat, and tobacco. Corn still
dominated the state’s farms, but production varied from 1,507,800
bushels in 1886 to 3,233,920 in 1880. Wheat production peaked also
in 1880, when the state’s farmers harvested 1,736,253 bushels, and
reached its nadir at 855,950 bushels four years later. Oats showed
similar variability over this period. In 1880, the state’s farmers
raised only 118,913 bushels; three years later the figure was
almost double, at 207,040 bushels.

The summary charts on New Castle and Kent county crop
production published by the U. S. Census Bureau for the years 1880-
1940 appear here as Tables 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, and 30.
These data have formed the basis of an analysis of the counties’
farmers’ changing crop production strategies during this period
(Tables 31, 32, and 33). Corn and wheat dominated both counties’
production throughout the 60 year period (Table 32). Only in 1930,
however, did New Castle farmers harvest more wheat than corn. Into
the 1940s, Middletown remained the center of "the most important
wheat growing area... Specialized wheat growing is still continued
on some of the large tenanted farms..." (Baker 1947: 393). Through
1930, oats and potatoes were produced in the next greatest
quantities. Beginning in 1890 in Kent County and during the next
decade in New Castle, farmers raised more potatoes than oats.
Sweet potatoes formed an especially important root crop in Kent
County between 1900 and 1930. Other grains and pulse/legumes
rounded out crop production. Beginning between 1920 and 1930 in
Kent County, and the following decade in New Castle, soybeans
account for an increasing proportion of the counties’ crop
production.

Although corn and wheat remained the counties’ principal crops
between 1880 and 1940, production varied from decade to decade (and
from year to year--Table 21). The number of bushels of corn
harvested in New Castle County increased through the turn of the
century, then decreased steadily, by almost one-quarter of the crop
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DELAWARE FARMS: PRODUCTION OF CEREAL,

(

TABLE 21
POTATORS, HAY, AND TOBACCO

1880-1886
. U.S. of < 1887: 202-204)
Products. i
Produc- | Home
Acreage. | l tion. value.

1880. ' Acres. Dollars.
Corn ....... bush | 202 170 6,467,540 3.233.9°0
\tht........do..i 8. V38 x..m. 785 1,738,253
l.yn...........d«..t T L 882 6,480
Onts ..........do.. T 1 ol =
Barioy e dor! 7,100 l 9301 = 1.15,91
iuck'hau ..do.. T .
Potatoes ......do..( T 00 208 000
Hay..........tons.| 8. 64
Tobacco.. .l Iba.( ' e w3

I881.
Corn ..c.co..bushol 293, 100 940, COD L. TO4, VO
Wheut.....c..do..i 102,50 1u4d 000 1,461,600
g{; ..--....--do--{ PO 6, 5u0 5,635

cmsavasne - T 2, 2!
};"‘:Y E"" >.do.’] 17. 100 .JInV wu 142,210
nokwhess . ..do..| 5500 7 6 300,
];:um......tg.:: z-::.:oa 172,002
Tobasco. ... Iba. Lo e

1889,
Corn ........bush.! 208 ;32 3. 986.60 2322304
Wheat ........do... ud, Bue 1,200,600 1, 254, 842
Ryo. ccaveuvo.do.. 516 ‘r 620 4, U
Qits ..........do .. X 0. ]

Potatoes ......do..;|
Hay.__.

vesssado..]
Qats . ...vanu..do..
Bariey ........do..

Buckwheat ...do..
do..
camecsacss LODM.!
ceerma.lbao

Rrye....

18584,

Com ........bush.|
Wheat........do..
Rye..ceuua....do..
[0 37 R, do..

Bari
}!ucghgn ...do..

Barlev
Buckwheat ...
I»'nnn.oes PO

Bay

Buckwheat .
Puuwn reennidol.
.1003.

ceveenecdo .

Tobacco. .ou...lbs.

212, 346 3,322, 200:
5 966, TuB
6, 664

37,800 207,040

1,073. 037

214,450 3.973, 00
9. 490 1, UUI e

.
482, vuwn
T ae U3
4. 141 206000 13210
48, 835 48, 655

G681, i70

216,595 4,174,000

¥9,103  957.000
837 ., 0uy
: 21197 501, taa
frareses s i
4,141 315, o
49, 62» 44, 685
216. 585 1, 507, 806
94, 790 Y88, txv
RS 3. GV
21. 100 172,200
T T3 320
4,182 136, vwu
48, 638 50,025, 812, 806
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